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Abstract  
Implementing changes in evaluation procedures within the context of university courses is a challenging task. This paper 
describes an educational innovation project which aims to create a department-wide evaluation and assessment policy that 
corresponds with a coherent and rational competence-based curriculum. An interim evaluation of the project demonstrates the 
importance of a department-wide evaluation and assessment policy for the transition to an educational culture where assessment 
is seen as a valuable tool for learning.  
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1. Introduction 
    In the past decade educational research has shown that assessment of and for learning becomes an important 
factor in the realization of sustainable education (Boud, 2000; Boud & Falchikov, 2006). Assessment has a major 
impact on the learning experience of students, and influences their learning behaviour more profoundly than the 
kind of teaching they receive (Bloxham & Boyd, 2007; Elton & Johnston, 2002). Gibbs and Simpson (2004-5) even 
 is more leverage to improve teaching than there is in changing anything else (p. 22). 
Implementing changes in assessment and evaluation procedures within a university context is often hindered by 
factors that are inherent to the approaches on learning and teaching that are used by lecturers. In turn these lectures 
rely on the didactic approaches they have been taught themselves. Many of them lack scholarship in assessment and 
evaluation methods. Some of them acknowledge the importance of an aligned teaching and assessment environment, 
but often the unequal balance between their research and education tasks forces them to continue 
approach. The attempts of individuals to improve their used assessment methods, often lead to  ad hoc inventions 
and adaptions that rest at an amateur status (Price, 2005). Assessment is often called the last bastion within the 
autonomy of academic staff where external influences or policies still have to gain access. Re-positioning student 
assessment as a strategic tool for enhancing teaching and learning in university education asks for a strategic, but 
pragmatic approach (Gibbs, 2007). As Boud (2000) 
(p. 159). This paper describes an innovative 
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education project which aims to create a department-wide evaluation and assessment policy that corresponds with a 
coherent and rational competence-based curriculum. First, influencing external and internal factors on the rising 
importance of assessment in higher education in Flanders are situated. Second, the taken steps in the project are 
described. This project was initiated by the department of Physiotherapy at the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) and 
 education committee.  
2. Chalking out the assessment-seed-bed 
2.1 External assessment influences 
 
The present shift to output-focused higher education environments with competence-based curricula urges 
universities to take their responsibility in guiding their teaching staff towards quality improvement in assessment.  
Since the start of the new millennium there has been an increased attention to measuring instruments that aim to 
give an indication of educational quality. For example in our institution students  success rate is constantly 
measured and students get the possibility to evaluate the didactical approach of their lecturers. Students  whether 
they like it or not  have to become more involved, are asked to take their responsibility and know their rights. This 
is clearly noticeable in the increasing number of student s internal and external appeals about their results. The 
Flemish government, recorded an increase of 126 % in the amount of requests between 2010 and 2011 (Ministry of 
Education of the Flemish community, 2011). Besides this juridical pressure, the rising number of students forces 
lecturers  to experiment with new educational formats and assessment methods .  
 
Another ascending external assessment influence is the quality process that will be used to audit the quality of the 
higher education institutions.  In Flanders the NVAO (in Dutch: Nederlands-Vlaamse AccreditatieOrganisatie), is 
the independent and binational accreditation organization set up by the Flemish and Dutch governments, whose 
primary goal is to provide an expert and objective judgment on the quality of higher education. From 2013 onwards 
the NVAO will work with a new frame of reference for the audits of the Flemish higher education institutions. Three 
generic quality standards will be used for the audit of the department level. The first standard evaluates the defined 
learning outcomes. The second standard focuses on the manner in which these learning outcomes are brought to 
practice. The third and most important standard in the context of this paper, evaluates the way the achieved learning 
outcomes are being assessed. With this third quality standard the accreditation agency gives a clear indication to 
institutions and departments: the assessment of the learning outcomes becomes of equal importance as the first two 
standards. Until today this third quality standard was not explicitly taken into account during the accreditation 
procedure and therefore it may have crucial implications for the institutional preparation of an external educational 
review.  
To support this development, the NVAO obliges universities to cooperate to develop a domain specific reference 
frame, which will be used as a reference frame for the NVAO during their audits. Per degree (bachelor and master) 
they have to define in a generic way what kind of intended learning outcomes are expected. After the completion of 
this reference frame, the individual institutions get the opportunity to highlight specific characteristics and 
emphases. Explicitly describing the intended learning outcomes is a major challenge for institutions and departments 
but may be a leverage for internal quality assurance. 
 
2.2 Internal assessment influences  
 
The new approach to the aforementioned external quality assurance procedures incited the central department of 
education at the VUB to work on an institution-wide assessment and evaluation policy. Consequently, this policy 
may put pressure on the different departments and by doing so contributing to the creation of an assessment culture 
(Dochy, 2012). Five quality standards are described in the policy document: 1) assessment of and for learning, 2) 
congruence between teaching activities and assessment forms, 3) combination of assessment forms, 4) quality of 
construction and 5) clear communication to students. Lecturers will be obliged to give detailed information about 
the way the course content will be assessed (see further). This information will be available for students on the 
intranet. For the scope of this paper, we will not go into detail on this institution-wide policy.  However, the 
development of assessment and evaluation policy which is presented in our paper will be based on the 
aforementioned quality standards. 
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3. The innovative education project at the faculty of physiotherapy education 
Physiotherapy education at VUB is provided by six different teaching units which are governed by the department 
board. In 2010 the chairman of the physiotherapy education board got the permission to work out a one year 
innovation project considering competence-based assessment and evaluation 
3.1 Project goals  
The aim of the project was two folded: 1) to inform the faculty staff members about new assessment methods for 
formative and summative evaluation in a competence structured learning environment and 2) to point out their 
responsibility in the implementation process of a qualitative assessment policy in physiotherapy education.   
3.2. Taken steps 
A master of science in educational studies was recruited as the project leader. First, a workgroup Assessment and 
Evaluation, representing all teaching departments, was initiated by the project leader. The aim of this workgroup is 
to stimulate the growth to a homogeneous educational programme where instruction and assessment are aligned; i.e. 
the process of constructive alignment (Biggs and Tang, 2011). Based on data from surveys with the students and 
input from t , the first task of this workgroup was to draw up an agreement which 
describes the modalities for feedback guarantee on formative and summative evaluation forms. Additionally, the 
workgroup monitors the content of the courses, the way they are being assessed and how it is made transparent to 
students on a yearly basis. During this process we noticed an emerging open attitude towards assessment strategies 
by the faculty staff members. From next year onwards, this monitoring process will be facilitated by a central 
student registration system. This system obliges lecturers to indicate to which competences and their inherent 
knowledge, skills and attitudes components will be built upon during the courses. Furthermore, lecturers will need to 
justify which assessment method will examine which component of the competence. In line with the approach of 
Gibbs and Simpson (2004-2005) and Dochy (2012) who state that mostly a more pragmatic approach recognizing 
the limited appetite for change among academics facing huge pressures for productivity in other aspects of their role 
is advisable, another task for this workgroup is to give guidelines about assessment methods to their colleagues. To 
make this possible, file cards were created by the educational specialist with clear set-
- and self-assessment, simulations, overall exams, skills exams, 
group exams etc. These file cards make it possible to enact on ad hoc questions about assessment. 
 
Second, an analysis of the currently used assessment methods was carried out rate, 
the weight of the course within the whole curriculum and the course specific goals.  This analysis led to the 
conclusion that the main goal of the existing assessment methods was to evaluate the learning process at the end of 
the course, during the semestrial exam period. The link between the existing competence matrix which contains the 
outcomes 
the process (lecturers, assistants, students and faculty members). Another finding in the analysis was the lack of 
feedback on the assessment and the potential learning improvement that could be attained from this feedback. This 
analysis revealed the need to create a solid basis for a useful and reliable assessment. Therefore, the workgroup 
suggested working out a faculty-wide assessment policy.  
 
Third the central evaluation and assessment policy was used as a reference document to compose the faculty-wide 
assessment policy. The five quality standards (see section 2.2) were translated into the context of the physiotherapy 
education and were added with specific examples and tips, provided by the workgroup and the teaching units.  
 
Fourth, the existing competence matrix was adapted to the national physiothe
physiotherapy profession. This definition consists of three professional roles: the clinician, the scientist and the 
professional. The acquired knowledge, skills and attitudes were than described for each competence of the matrix. 
This process took several department board meetings to come to an agreement. Lecturers found it difficult to find 
the balance between course specific goals and department goals. Similar to the findings of Biggs and Tang (2011) it 
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was important to stress the fact that making the objectives up-front is not to exclude other desirable or unforeseen or 
unforeseeable outcomes. 
 
Fifth, the course specific learning outcomes were matched to the new competence matrix. For students this matrix is 
the guideline to manage and examine their learning processes, par example in an e-portfolio. Finding the balance 
between the department level and the course level was difficult for several board members (including students).  
3.3 Steps to be taken  
In the next ten months lecturers will be offered a course specific document where statistics on students results will 
be gathered, currently used evaluation methods will be mentioned and a matching of the course specific learning 
outcomes with the department-wide competence matrix will be made. This explicit representation, which facilitates 
an on-topic discussion, situates the course within the whole curriculum and makes it possible to detect strengths, 
weaknesses and possible gaps. Listed shortcomings will be evaluated by the recruited master in educational studies 
and altered by the lecturer. This process is iterative; competences are under influence of new input form science and 
practice, which makes it necessary to re-evaluate the taken steps. This fosters the intent to create a homogeneous 
educational approach.  
 
For the integrative assessment of competences the evaluation approach for the internships will be altered.  A direct 
link will be made between competence matrix and the intended learning outcomes of the internships. During follow-
up conversations students will have to give arguments for their indicated progression in a competence scan.  Again, 
this modification will create coherence between the main and the specific learning goals, which makes it possible for 
students to actively monitor their learning process. 
4. Conclusion  
Even though this is a work in progress, first findings show a more open attitude towards an evaluation and 
assessment culture. Creating a department-wide evaluation and assessment policy is essential for the transition to an 
educational culture where assessment is seen as a valuable tool for learning. The creation of a synergy between 
external and  internal initiatives seems to be the most valuable and effective way to create awareness about this 
essential aspect in education and to policy decisions on assessment intrude on the course-level. Lecturers begin to 
see evaluation as an equally important phase in the educational process. 
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